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Abstract 
The research objective was to find out the Estonian music teachers’ pedagogical thinking according to the three level model of 
teachers’ pedagogical thinking (Kansanen 1993), to what extent the decision the teachers are making are being influenced by the 
national curriculum, what music teaching practices are mostly used and what music education views can be found in the 
background of those practices. The data was collected using questionnaires and the results of 107 Estonian music teachers’ 
answers were examined using qualitative content analysis. The results showed that the music teachers’ pedagogical thinking stays 
mainly on the action and 1st level. The music teaching practices used are good for gaining the curriculum objectives. Teachers 
are more involved with everyday practical problems and they reflect upon their teaching very seldom.  
It can be concluded that the use and implementation of different methods and musical activities are giving good results in Estonia 
and is worth introducing and disseminating. More attention should be paid to reflection and discussions about values and visions 
of music education as well as using contemporary IT possibilities and media-based environments. 
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1. Introduction 
The earliest evidence stating the content of education in Estonia can be traced back to the 15th century and as 
appropriate to the medieval traditions, music played quite an important part in education of that time. Throughout 
the inconstant historical paradigm schooling has sustained its significance and is bearing a major role in Estonian 
cultural heritage, music being still part of it at all comprehensive education levels (Läänemets, 1995; Andresen, 
2003). 
   The present concept of Estonian music education was developed by the end of the 1930s, professor Riho Päts 
being the initiator and author of the whole model: the rational part including elementary theory and the emotional 
part containing musical activities such as singing, movement and playing an instrument – all this consciously 
integrated into single holistic approach (Selke, 2007). The new concept combined traditional practices of singing 
and joint singing with the innovative ideas from Europe, including the relative system by Kodaly, Orff approach, 
and was later supplemented by the ideas of music listening and appreciation (Päts, 1989; Rannap, 1997). Today, the 
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styles of pop and rock music, ideas of activity learning, possibilities of using PC in music making have become part 
of the curriculum to give pupils different possibilities in discovering their musical interest.  
   The implementation of the entire system has been guaranteed by the stable place of music in the National 
Curriculum with the given number of lessons in each grade through the comprehensive (basic) school (grades 1-9) 
and also in upper secondary school (grades 10-12): there are 2 compulsory music lessons per week in grades 1-4 and 
1 compulsory music lesson per week in grades 5-12 (Sepp, Ruokonen & Ruismäki, 2010).  
    Jorgensen (2010) discusses how school music education should change in connection to challenges of modern 
society faced by public school educators and music education curriculum. Music teachers have to live up to outside 
expectations and shifting educational requirements. They can feel a sense of powerlessness which has a great effect 
on teachers and their contributions to music and basic education at large. Music teachers feel responsibility for 
maintaining and developing cultural heritage, building bridges between different cultures and communities.  
    According to Jorgensen (2010) in planning musical instruction, there are many opportunities to make music and 
relate it to other school subjects for creating an integrated and holistic general education, and to enrich the 
educational experiences of students throughout the school. Jorgensen (2010) stresses in how many ways music 
teachers can support schools, e.g. by  musical ensembles and cooperative classroom experiences they can foster 
pupils’  social and leadership skills , and give them opportunities to express themselves musically in different 
musical forms, such as songs, dances, musical theatre, and instrumental performances. Music teachers can open 
various worlds of music to pupils by connecting the music of earlier times and of different cultural places around the 
world in order to teach them to value and respect different precious traditions of human beings and cultures. 
 
2. National curriculum:  music syllabus in Estonian comprehensive (basic) schools 
National  curriculum is “one of the most fundamental structures in educational systems, which specifies the goals 
and content of education and exercises extensive influences on cohesion of society, culture and the individual” 
(Sepp & Ruokonen, 2011, 345). Regelski claims that among other things “curriculum is part of the system of 
professional teaching”, but it is “the teachers who create educational experience in music for their students” 
(Regelski 2009, 162). So without any doubt, teachers have the key role in implementing the written or manifested 
curriculum into the classroom practice.  
   According to Elliott (2009) curriculum making in music education should also consider such components like the 
nature and value of music making, listening, creativity, musical experience in addition to several artistic issues. 
Music education contains major and unique possibilities for developing fundamental life goals such as self-growth, 
peaceful coexistence, self-esteem, freedom, happiness, fellowship among other issues and that’s the reason why 
“music education should be in the core curriculum from kindergarten through secondary school” ( Elliott, 2009, 
170). He claims that “solutions to serious curriculum issues lie in teachers’ critically reflective philosophical 
thinking about music and education and their specific teaching learning situations” (Elliott, 2009, 168). 
   On January 14th, 2010 the Government of Estonia approved the updated National Curricula for basic schools and 
upper secondary schools. The document actually consists of two separate documents – the National Curriculum for 
Upper Secondary Schools and the National Curriculum for Basic Schools. According to that document music 
education belongs to the subject field of “Arts Subjects” which include music and art. The studies at the basic school 
level (grades 1-9) are divided into 3 stages: 1st stage (grades 1 to 3), 2nd stage (grades 4 to 6) and 3rd stage (grades 7 
to 9). The music syllabus has a general outline containing the subject’s educational goals, description of the music 
subject, learning activities, assessment and physical environment common for all the stages, and a specific outline 
regarding the content, learning activities and expected learning outcomes for every stage. According to the present 
music curriculum the general goals of the subject are: to derive joy from music and discern, realise and develop their 
abilities through making music; to become interested in music as an art form and shape their personal aesthetic 
tastes; to think and act creatively and also express themselves creatively through musical activities; to apply the 
acquired basics of musical literacy skills through musical activities; to value music and musical activities as they 
enrich people, culture and daily life; to know and preserve the traditions of national culture, participate in its 
promotion and understand and respect cultures of other national cultures; to comprehend and value the creation of 
music  compositions and take a critical attitude to the information technology and media-based environment. Those 
goals are  implemented through different musical activities like singing, playing musical instruments, musical 
movement, original compositions, listening to music,  and musicology, elementary musical literacy and educational 
field trips like attending concerts, performances, meeting musicians (Põhikooli riiklik õppekava, 2010). Thus 
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decisions made by music teachers from among various possibilities, when applying different teaching practices, 
shape the final means how to achieve the objectives of the music syllabus. 
 
3. Teacher’s Pedagogical thinking 
Teacher’s pedagogical thinking is actually educational decision making and has influence on the whole teaching-
learning process. According to Kansanen (1993) one of the research interests in this field is to track how the teachers 
move in their thinking from descriptive to the normative, as when the decision is made by the teacher, it becomes 
normative at the moment it is made. The other aspect present is that there is commonly a possibility to select 
between several alternatives based on personal belief system of some kind. 
   Professor Pertti Kansanen (1993) has used the idea of König, who speaks about object theories and meta-theories 
(see figure 1). “Object theories examine practice on the action level and one may build models and totalities of the 
phenomenon in question. In principle, it is possible to build many kinds of object theories, depending on the aspect 
under consideration. Important, however, is that these possible object theories may in turn be examined and a 
potential totality, a meta-theory, may be built on these. König calls an object theory a theory of educational practice, 
and a meta-theory, a theory of education, a discipline” (Kansanen et al., 2000). 
  
 
 
Figure 1. Pedagogical thinking level (Kansanen, 1993). 
 
   Action level concerns the teaching - learning situations in practice, its planning, implementation and evaluation. In 
the pre-action stage, the teacher plans the content, methods and materials used during the instructional process 
corresponding to the knowledge base of the students. Interaction is the central part of the instructional process, the 
actual teaching process during the lessons. Already during the interaction, but mainly in the stage of post-action 
evaluation about the process and results occurs. 
   The first thinking level, the so-called object theory level, discusses about didactical theories and concepts 
concerning music education. Here the teacher reflects critically upon the decision considering her/his own teaching 
practices. 
   The second thinking level observes the values, ethics and object theories behind the teaching practices and 
pedagogical interaction. It is here, where the object theories are analyzed and combined in order to create a new, 
perhaps even more abstract entirety. 
   To get to the very mind of the teacher, to find out what influences her/his way of thinking and acting, the ways of 
evaluating and taking stands in teaching-learning situations, one can only observe, make questionnaires or 
interviews- these are the possibilities to study the basis and get to know these processes (Kansanen, 1991, 1993).  
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4. Research problems and study design  
 
The aim of the study was to find out the Estonian music teachers’ pedagogical thinking according to the three level 
model of teachers’ pedagogical thinking (Kansanen, 1993); to what extent the decisions that teachers make are 
influenced by the national curriculum, what music teaching practices are mostly used and what music education 
views can be found in the background of those practices. Research questions were the following:  
 
1. How does the music teaching process (Estonian example) reflect in teachers’ pedagogical thinking?  
2. What are the teaching practices used to achieve the objectives of the music curriculum?  
3. What do music teachers think about their teaching practices?  
 
   In order to find out music teachers’ opinions about their teaching practices and researches their pedagogical 
thinking Anu Sepp compiled a questionnaire during spring 2011 and used the Internet environment Connect.ee to 
collect the answers. Music teachers (107; 102 female and 5 male) all over Estonia responded to the questionnaire. 
Their average age was 45 years and 67% of them had work experience between 11 and 25 years. The data for this 
article is one part of this questionnaire consisting of one open question: What are the most important issues in the 
comprehensive school music education: for you personally, for the student and for the society. In addition, questions 
about the basic foundations for their music pedagogy, musical activities used in music lessons and reflections upon 
their teaching were asked. The open answers were analyzed qualitatively by using the method of content analysis 
(Druckman, 2005).  
 
5. Results  
The answers given by the respondents to different questions gave reason to make generalization as main issues 
reoccurred in responses to different sub-questions. The examples from the responses are given in italics. Table 1 
presents a conclusion of the pedagogical thinking levels based on responses of Estonian music teachers.  
Table 1. Pedagogical thinking levels according to Estonian music teachers’ responses.  
Pedagogical thinking 
level 
Summary of music teachers’ responses 
Meta-theory level 
(second thinking 
level) 
Socio-cultural aspects: development of personalities who love music; tolerance 
towards different cultures; treasuring and transferring Estonian cultural heritage ( for 
identity building). 
Development of a personality: creativity, joy of music making (especially singing), 
intelligence, cultural versatility, harmony and balance, acknowledgement of common 
values. 
Object theories (first 
thinking level) 
Music teaching model of Riho Päts; Carl Orff pedagogy; relative system of Zoltan 
Kodaly; ideas of Emile Jaques-Dalcroze, Shinichi Suzuki method; educational ideas 
of Heino Kaljuste on teaching music. 
Action level Instructional process (musical activities in the lessons and extra-curricular events), 
especially musical activities (singing, music listening, playing an instrument, general 
musical knowledge, elementary musical literacy, musical movement, improvisation 
and composing, integrated creative tasks, co-operation with other art subjects and 
field trips: attending concerts, performances, meeting musicians); inadequate 
working environments (lack of instruments, not enough space, but also the unstable 
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work load of music teachers; participation in Song Festivals.  
 
  
Thinking on the action level is most frequently presented in music teachers’ answers. Consequently, most of the 
answers are connected with the actual instructional process, the musical activities in the lessons and extra-curricular 
events, one specific issue mentioned is participation in Song Festivals. Examples:  
 
 “Give my students a possibility to participate in Song festivals.” 
 “The possibility to use their musical literacy in music making.” 
 “I like to sing together with my pupils”. 
 “It is important for me that the students want to come to the lesson and act with joy.” 
 
 The main musical activity stated is singing, followed by music listening, playing an instrument, general musical 
knowledge and elementary musical literacy. Other activities used in music lessons like musical movement, 
improvisation and composing, integrated creative tasks, co-operation with other art subjects and field trips; attending 
concerts, performances, meeting musicians are mentioned less often. 
 Several respondents revealed problems with working environment: lack of instruments, not enough space, but also 
the unstable workload of the teachers (number of lessons). Examples: 
 
 “I wish to have good musical instruments for my lessons.” 
 “Support from the school administration.” 
 
   The first thinking level reveals that Estonian music teaching practice is supported by the following theories, 
models, approaches: most of the respondents named the music teaching model of Riho Päts and the pedagogical 
approach of Carl Orff; in many cases the relative system of Zoltan Kodaly was mentioned; some named the ideas of 
Emile Jaques-Dalcroze and Shinichi Suzuki method; a few the ideas of Heino Kaljuste. Examples: 
 
 “The ideas of Riho Päts are like an A-B-C-book in music education.” 
 “Päts is the basis in Estonian music teaching, the importance of singing”. 
 “The Orff ideas are just wonderful when teaching rhythm and developing creativity.” 
 “I use Kodaly, Orff and Päts’ ideas in my everyday work.” 
 
   On the second thinking level the main themes and concepts are connected with the development of the personality 
of the child and the future citizen, who loves music as an art form and is creative. Examples: 
 
 “I would like to teach my pupils love to music.” 
 “Music has offered joy and positive emotions for ages.” 
 “The world is a better place when people are happy and more tolerant.“ 
 
    Treasuring and transferring Estonian cultural heritage as well as tolerance towards other different cultures was 
also stressed. Examples: 
 
 “Preserving Estonian identity through singing and our folk music.” 
 “The state is as powerful as is its culture.” 
 
   General experience of the joy and happiness related to music making, especially singing, being in harmony and 
balance and acknowledgment of common values were mentioned in several answers. Examples: 
 
“To nurture mentally healthy persons, who wish to create something in their lives and keep balance in their 
actions.”  
“Teach to love music.” 
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The findings show that the music teachers’ pedagogical thinking stays mainly on the action and 1st level, the 2nd 
thinking level is present, but was mentioned mainly in connection with the importance of music education for the 
society and with the emotional meaning of music. Teachers are more involved with everyday practical problems and 
they reflect upon their teaching very seldom. The music teaching practices used are appropriate for achieving the 
curriculum objectives. The only issue that was not mentioned concerns the authorship of musical compositions and 
critical attitude to the information technology and media-based environments. 
 
Conclusion and discussion 
Changes in the increasingly uncertain world are bringing about adjustments and changes in the educational systems 
and curricula. It is the task of schools to prepare young people for coping with changes in the world as well as 
within society helping them to develop a sense of identity, acquiring different skills and interests and encourage 
their creativity. These developments bring about challenges for arts education in general, including music education 
(EACEA P9 Eurydice, 2009). 
    The use and implementation of different methods and musical activities has given good results in Estonia and is 
worth introducing and disseminating. More attention should be paid to reflection and discussions about values and 
visions of music education, also the use of IT and media-based environments.  
   We can contribute to the better curriculum if we use teachers’ pedagogical thinking as a creative tool for 
curriculum planning and develop co-operation between administrators, researchers and school teachers. It is 
necessary to empower music teachers to act fully as professionals in a curriculum work and change their teaching 
and acting in directions that they believe to be merited. By using the power of music teachers’ ideas and practices, 
when designing school policy, we can build a better future and cultural wellbeing for our children. 
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